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AFFECTED ENVIRONMENT

public lands is mainly used for water-based recreation ac-
tivities, domestic and agricultural water supplies and main-
tenance of fisheries and habitats. More detailed surface water
availability statistics are available on the USGS website at
http://mt.waterdata.usgs.gov/nwis.

GROUNDWATER
The occurrence and distribution of ground water in the Dillon
planning area is determined by area geology. Primary sources
of ground water include infiltration of runoff, stream chan-
nel losses and water contained in bedrock formations. Wells
for domestic, livestock, irrigation and public purposes are
the main use of groundwater in the planning area. In
Beaverhead County, well depths vary from 6 to 880 feet,
with nearly 70 percent of wells less than 100 feet in depth
and over 90 percent of wells less than 200 feet in depth. In
Madison County well depths vary from 2 to 1222 feet, with
over 60 percent of wells less than 100 feet in depth and just
over 80 percent less than 200 feet in depth. Well develop-
ment for domestic purposes, as defined in MCA 85-2-306

(less than 35 gallons per minute to 10 acre feet per year),
can occur prior to filing with the Montana DNRC and are
exempted from the various basin closures.

PUBLIC WATER SUPPLIES
The DFO is the operator of five public water supplies lo-
cated at campgrounds on public land in Madison County.
Public water suppliers throughout Beaverhead and Madi-
son County also depend upon surface and groundwater sup-
plies that originate on or are influenced by public lands.
Amendments to the Safe Drinking Water Act require public
water suppliers to perform Source Water Assessments. These
assessments are used to determine the susceptibility of pub-
lic water systems to potential contamination sources.

Information obtained through the assessments is utilized in
the development of Source Water Protection Management
Plans. The DFO performs assessments and develops man-
agement plans for public water supplies operated by the
BLM, and provides assistance upon request to communi-
ties and public water suppliers whose source waters include
public land. In the planning area, most communities rely on
groundwater supplies for their water, though Lima and Vir-
ginia City obtain water from surface supplies. Activities on
BLM have little influence on the groundwater supplies, and
in general, few public lands lie near these sources. While
there are few public lands administered by BLM in the vi-
cinity of the Lima source located on State lands, the DFO
manages several sections of public land in proximity to the
private land spring source providing Virginia City’s water.

MONTANA WATER LAW
Water in Montana is the property of the State of Montana.
The Montana State Constitution states in Article IX, Sec-
tion 3(3) that “(a)ll surface, underground, flood, and atmo-
spheric waters within the boundaries of the state are the prop-
erty of the state for the use of its people”.

Montana, historically, has recognized riparian and prior ap-
propriation water rights, however, recognition of riparian
rights has been very limited and couched in terms of prior

Table 26
Annual Discharge Estimates from Subbasins in the Planning Area

Rivers Gauge Location Drainage Area Mean Annual Yield

Beaverhead River Twin Bridges 3,600 square miles 305,700 acre feet year

Big Hole Melrose 2,500 square miles 809,800 acre feet year

Horse Prairie Creek Grant    325 square miles 61,200 acre feet year

Jefferson River Three Forks 9,500 square miles 1,487,300 acre feet year

Madison River Below Ennis Lake 2,200 square miles 1,291,000 acre feet year

Red Rock Monida    570 square miles    93,500 acre feet year

Table 27 
Capacity and Purpose of Reservoirs 

in the Planning Area 

Primary Storage 
Name of Reservoir Purpose Capacity 

Lima Reservoir Irrigation  84,000 acre-feet 

Clark Canyon Irrigation 261,000 acre-feet 
Reservoir 

Ruby Reservoir Irrigation  38,000 acre-feet 

Meadow Lake Hydropower  39,000 acre-feet 
(Ennis Lake) 

Hebgen Lake Hydropower  379,000 acre-feet 
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